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This section briefly describes why 
weights are important in SIPP analyses 
and how to use them.
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Purpose of Using Weights

SIPP data analysts need to understand the importance of

using weights to minimize bias in survey estimates. Biased

estimates will likely occur if the responding units in a survey

do not reflect the target population and the units are

not adjusted with weights.

In general, weighting is necessary when:

• Population units are sampled with different selec-

tion probabilities 

• Coverage rates and response rates vary across

subpopulations

In the 1990 and 1996 SIPP Panels, subpopulations

were sampled at different rates. In addition, there have

been minor variations in sampling rates in all SIPP

panels as well as appreciable variations in response

and coverage rates across subpopulations. 

To compensate for the differential representation in SIPP,

the Census Bureau constructs weights for all responding units.

The weight for each unit is an estimate of the number of units

in the target population that the responding unit represents.  

If analysts do not use these weights in their analyses, or if

they use them incorrectly, their survey estimates will likely

be biased.

Analysts also need to use weights so that they can bench-

mark their estimates to those of other sources.

Weights Available in SIPP Files

Each SIPP file contains a number of sets of weights for use

in data analysis. The different sets of weights are needed to

address the different possible units of analysis and time peri-

ods for which survey estimates may be required. 

Link to a table that lists the weight variables in SIPP files for

the 1996 and 1990–1993 Panels.
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Choosing Weights

Users must first determine the population of interest in a par-

ticular analysis, then select the corresponding set of weights.

The weights in the SIPP files are constructed for sample

cohorts defined by:

• Month (e.g., the  reference

month weights in the core

wave files and the interview

month weights in the pre-

1996 topical module files)

• Year (e.g., the calendar year

weights in the full panel file)

• Panel (e.g., the full panel

weight in the full panel file)

Users can choose to base their analyses on:

• A cross-sectional sample at a given month

• A longitudinal sample that provides continuous

monthly data over a year

• A longitudinal sample that provides monthly data

over the life of a panel

• A subset of the sample and/or the period in any

of the above

Monthly (cross-sectional) weights allow the use of all avail-

able data for a given month. For this type of analysis, users

can choose among the following units of analysis:

• Person 

• Household

• Family

• Related subfamily

Analysts can use SIPP longitudinal samples to follow the

same people over time and thus study the dynamics of pro-

gram participation, lengths of poverty spells, and changes

in other circumstances, such as household composition.
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The longitudinal weights allow the inclusion of all people

for whom data were collected for every month of the period

involved (calendar year or full panel). The weights include

those who left the target population through death or by mov-

ing to ineligible addresses (institutions, foreign living quarters,

or military barracks), as well as those for whom data were

imputed for missing months. 

The Census Bureau makes two types of adjustments to

the longitudinal weights:

• Nonresponse adjustments to compensate for panel

attrition 

• Poststratification adjustments to make the weighted

sample totals conform to known population totals for

key variables

Using Weights in SIPP Analyses

Users should consult Chapter 8 and Appendix C of the SIPP
Users’ Guide for a full discussion of how SIPP weights are

constructed and used in the core wave, topical module, and

full panel files. In this section of the tutorial we highlight only

a few issues. 

Core Wave Files

Each core wave file contains reference month weights for

persons, households, families, and subfamilies. 

For all pre-1996 panels, each core wave file also contains

interview month weights for persons and households.

(Interview month weights are not computed for families

and related subfamilies.) Beginning with the 1996 Panel, the

core wave files no longer provide interview month weights. 

In the 1989 and earlier panels, each person’s record in a core

wave file contained 18 weight variables. For the 1990 and

later panels, the file structure was changed to a person-

month format (see Chapter 10 of the SIPP Users’ Guide)

and each person-month record has only 6 weights.
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Topical Module Files

The topical module files contain one weight variable. Prior to

1996, this weight was the person interview month weight for

people who provided data for a topical module. For the 1996

Panel, this weight is the person cross-sectional weight for

the fourth reference month. 

Full Panel Files

The weight variables in the full panel file are the calendar

year weights and the full panel weight. 

Calendar Year Weights. These weights apply to sample 

persons who have interviews covering the control date of

the corresponding calendar year and who have complete

data (either reported or imputed) for every month of the year

(excluding months of ineligibility). 

People are assigned calendar year weights equal to zero

when they do not have interviews covering the control date,

have missing data for one or more months of the year, or both.

The number of calendar year weights on the file depends on

the duration of the panel. Most panels before the 1996 Panel

have two calendar year weights. The exceptions are the 1989

Panel, which has one calendar year weight, and the 1992

Panel, which has three calendar year weights. When the

1996 full panel file is complete, it will have four calendar year

weights.

Panel Weight. This weight applies to sample persons who

are in the sample in Wave 1 of the panel and who have com-

plete data (either reported or imputed) for every month of a

panel (excluding months of ineligibility). 

People are assigned a panel weight equal to zero if they

were not in-sample in Wave 1, have missing data for one

or more months of the panel, or both.

Infants born after the beginning of the panel are assigned a

panel weight equal to zero. Similarly, infants born after the

control date are assigned a calendar year weight equal to

zero for that year. tip
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The weighting proce-

dures for infants can

have important impli-

cations for analysts

studying young chil-

dren when infants are

a sizable fraction of

the population. For

example, infants con-

stitute 20 percent of

the WIC program 

population.



Estimation with the Full Panel File

Analysts can use the full panel files to construct calendar

year estimates of quantities, such as total annual income,

by extracting records with positive calendar year weights. 

Annual estimates computed with the full panel files are based

on monthly data from the same person collected at three or

four times (depending on the rotation group of the respon-

dent).

Analysts can also take full advantage of the longitudinal

nature of SIPP to construct spell estimates that allow dynamic

studies of household composition, labor force activity, health

insurance coverage, and welfare recipiency. 

tip
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SIPPtip
The 4-month recall

period used by SIPP

is generally believed

to provide estimates

of annual measures

with less nonsampling

error than estimates

derived from surveys

that have a 12-month

recall period.
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